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Empowering Partnerships
in Literacy
through Home Visits
by Michele Langford
Abstract
The purpose of this research was to explore ways
to empower families through building partnerships in literacy and parental involvement through
home visits. The author examined 18 sources from
the last 16 years, including professional journals,
books, and websites written by experts in the field.
The author researched the importance of literacy
partnerships and parental involvement in culturally
and linguistically diverse communities. Building
literacy partnerships through home visits became
the focus of her qualitative project with her first
and second grade bilingual students and their
families. All 26 families were classified as living in
a low-income area. Families were surveyed about
their home-literacy experiences prior to the home
visits. The survey results showed that the majority
of the families had limited educational experiences,
few literacy materials, and misconceptions about
literacy expectations. The home visits served as a
family-teacher meeting where the teacher gathered
valuable information that could support classroom literacy instruction. Additionally, literacy
expectations, ideas, and routines were discussed
and implemented with the support of the teacher.
The findings indicted that many families needed
support and direction with providing literacy
experiences for their children. Furthermore, the
findings show the need to inform educators of
the importance of literacy partnerships that can
be achieved through home visits. With the many
challenges that some linguistically and culturally
diverse communities face, home visits provide
opportunities for teachers and families to build
literacy partnerships in a nonthreatening environment. Throughout this process, the families
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gained knowledge about school-based literacy
expectations, participated in more school functions, learned ways to find materials/resources, and
established a meaningful connection with their
child’s teacher. The families and teacher created
partnerships that valued both school and family
expectations.

k
The beginning of a new school year approaches.
Teachers are busy decorating their classrooms into
the wee hours of the night before the first day of
class. Students load their backpacks with crisp
new school supplies. Parents smile and wave to
their children who ride away on the school bus,
hoping their children will begin a successful year.
All parents want their children to be successful
and equipped for college and careers. These hopes
and dreams are common threads found among
parents in all communities, ethnicities, and socioeconomic groups. However, what is not common
is the level of support parents are able to provide
in literacy practices recognized by school. Some
families from low-income communities struggle
with meeting their daily needs. Educators often
find it challenging to engage with parents and to
receive support from some families in low-income
communities.
Yet, student success is not dependent on teachers
alone (Elish-Piper & Lelko, 2013). Partnerships in
literacy between parents and teachers can support
children in becoming successful, productive, and
ready for college and careers. Educators must be
equipped with a skill set to reach parents from
all backgrounds, especially families considered
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at-risk and those in low-income communities.
One strategy to empower literacy involvement and
partnerships is through home visits. Rich funds
of knowledge, which families possess, can directly
impact instruction and involvement in the classroom (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992).
This article will examine the research behind the
importance of parental involvement in literacy and
will provide a deeper look into home visits as an
effective strategy to empower literacy partnerships.

Parental Involvement
In one study, Flouri and Buchanan (2004) found
that parental involvement in children’s literacy
practices was a more powerful force for academic
achievement than family social class, family size,
or level of parent education (Flouri & Buchanan,
2004). In another study, Pena (2000) found that
the primary factor influencing children’s educational success or failure is parent interest and
support. Similarly, Henderson and Berla (1994)
found that a home environment that promotes
learning is more influential to student achievement
than the family’s income, education level, or cultural background. In addition, Kellaghan, Sloane,
Alvarez, and Bloom (1993), in their book Home
Environment and School Learning, summarize their
findings in this way:
The socioeconomic level or cultural background of a home need not determine how
well a child does at school. Parents from a variety of cultural backgrounds and with different
levels of education, income, or occupational
status can and do provide stimulating home
environments that support and encourage the
learning of their children. It is what parents
do in the home rather than their status that is
important (p.145).
During the school day, teachers gain a limited
understanding of the background and knowledge
students and their families possess. Teachers can
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access a plethora of additional helpful knowledge
to use in the classroom through family discussions that tap into a child’s funds of knowledge.
Researchers Moll et al. (1992) define funds of
knowledge as, “the historically accumulated and
culturally developed bodies of knowledge and
skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being” (p. 133). Their research
suggests that learning about students’ family and
community resources is a necessary first step in
tailoring classroom instruction to capitalize on
children’s funds of knowledge in a way that exceeds
the typical instruction that children are likely to
encounter.
How do teachers and schools organize home
visits that will empower literacy involvement, and
integrate the wealth of knowledge and experiences
which students and parents have to offer? This
can be an enormous undertaking for any teacher;
however, it is possible with strategic planning.
Lead researcher Joyce Epstein from John Hopkins
University is the director of the Center on School,
Family, and Community Partnerships. Epstein et
al.’s (2009) research led them to categorize parental
involvement into six types: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision
making, and collaborating with the community.
In her book, School, Family, and Community
Partnerships: Your Handbook for Action, researchers offer suggestions for educators who want to
improve parental support. They suggest forming a
one-year action plan and a committee or team that
will work towards the action plan.
The action plan committee writes desired goals and
outcomes that connect to the six types of involvement. For example, under the “collaborating with
the community” category of involvement, the
action committee could organize home visit discussions and interviews as an approach to accessing
and incorporating familial funds of knowledge and
community resources in the classroom.
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Benefits of Parental Involvement
and Partnerships
Parental involvement is not a cut-and-dry concept.
Traditionally, involvement has been seen as attending parent-teacher conferences, Parent-Teacher
Association meetings, attending and supporting
school events, and/or volunteering in the classroom or school. These are usually one-way communication formats for which educators request
parents to donate their time or money with little
meaningful involvement. These forms of involvement are catered to middle-class, English-speaking,
and two-parent families. Thus, simply being present at school is enough to be considered parental
involvement (Larrotta & Yamamura, 2011).
According to the Center for Comprehensive
School Reform and Improvement (2005), the
following is a current and authentic definition for
parental involvement:
Successful parent involvement can be defined
as the active, ongoing participation of a parent
or primary caregiver in the education of his
or her child. Parents can demonstrate involvement at home—by reading with their children,
helping with homework, and discussing school
events—or at school, by attending functions
or volunteering in classrooms. Schools with
involved parents engage those parents, communicate with them regularly, and incorporate
them into the learning process.
When parents and teachers collaborate and communicate regularly, it gives parents, especially
those who are not familiar with the American
educational system, confidence to ask questions
and try suggestions that come from teachers. This
is a compelling way to incorporate student and
parent cultural knowledge, defined as cultural
capital (Yosso, 2006). Parents begin to feel valuable
in the role they play in developing their children’s
education (American Federation of Teachers,

2007). These interactions can serve as a model for
at-home learning, literacy beyond the classroom,
and attitudes toward education (Durand, 2011).
Likewise, students benefit immensely from literacy
partnerships. Students see the role their parents
take in their education, which can help establish
a deep value for learning, motivation, improved
behavior, increased attendance, and positive
attitudes towards school in general (Calderón &
Minaya-Rowe, 2003). For example, when parents
participate with their children in experiences such
as shared reading, literacy activities, homework,
and storytelling, their children are exposed to
and apply academic language by interacting with
literacy. In turn, parents are given the opportunity
to contribute to their children’s learning by sharing cultural and familial knowledge (Larrotta &
Yamamura, 2011).
In addition, student performance is positively
impacted by parental support and involvement in
education. Effective parent involvement correlates
with students earning higher grades, test scores,
and achievement (Peña, 2000). In a world with
high-stake tests and increased pressure on teachers
for higher test scores, it is necessary for educators and parents to work together to meet these
demands.

Parents and Teachers as Partners
Educators also benefit from parental involvement
in students’ education and literacy. When parents
are actively engaged in their children’s learning,
teachers are more likely to focus on teaching
the curriculum. This in turn helps boost teacher
morale, and it begins to create collaboration
among families and schools. Teachers can use
the communication and collaboration to better
understand students’ education at home as well as
their individual needs, resulting in more targeted
instruction (Calderón & Minaya-Rowe, 2003).
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On the other hand, misconceptions are present
in schools, stereotyping why minority parents are
not involved. Some believe that minority parents
choose not to participate or cannot participate in
school-family relationships because of differences
in language or limited education (Epstein et al.,
2009; Yosso, 2006). Educators’ expectations must
be equally high for all families. Similar to differentiating for varying levels in the classroom, educators must do the same for parents. This includes
reaching out to families with various communication methods, creating a safe, welcoming school
environment to take risks and ask questions, and
applying other strategies to inform and increase
involvement among families (Moll et al., 1992;
Smith & Elish-Piper, 2002). A shift begins when
teachers identify and revise their misconceptions
as stated by Laurie Elish-Piper, “When I began my
teaching career, I assumed that parents who spoke
languages other than English were sometimes incapable of helping their children gain literacy skills,
unable to provide reading and writing materials,
and that they would expect the school to educate
their child” (Elish-Piper & Witte, 2012). Instead,
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multiculturalism and diversity should be welcomed
and celebrated.

The Power of Home Visits
Home visits may sound unusual, but research
shows that home visits not only improve the
communication and connection between families
and schools, but also educate students and families about academic practices that can be done
at home (Elish-Piper & Witte, 2012; Moll et al.
1992). Home visit programs show that teachers
and school staff are committed to involving parents in their children’s education. The visits allow
teachers to show a genuine interest in students’
families and understand their students better. In
return, trust is strengthened between teachers and
families that can lead to increased attendance,
achievement, and relationships (Ernst-Slavit &
Mason, 2012). Thoughtful preparation can make
for a more purposeful and beneficial visit, and
should include attention to key elements of planning, arrival, departure. Post-visit follow up should
involve planning the visit and attending to important principles.
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Operationalizing the Literature
When I discussed the lack of parental involvement with colleagues, I frequently heard the same
responses: “Our families don’t come to these
events; our families work multiple jobs so they
can’t come to literacy night; our families have
limited education so this doesn’t appeal to them.” I
kept hearing “our families,” but I never heard how
we were going to tackle this challenge and find a
solution for engaging parents in literacy partnerships from our low-income community. Nor did
I understand why, as educators, we focused on
the deficits of children rather than the rich funds
of knowledge and experiences they bring to our
classrooms and communities (Yosso, 2006). It
became evident to me that our opinions of parental involvement were distorted and ineffective.
Teachers and parents did not have literacy partnerships, and this ultimately affected the children.
I knew that the only way to get parents to engage
in more school-aligned literacy practices in their
homes was to seek to understand the reasons why
they currently did not do so and to educate them
on school-based literacy practices. I started with
parent orientation, back to school nights, and
school-wide literacy events as forums to reach out
and inform parents about the need for and value
of supporting their children in literacy outside
of school. Unfortunately, many families did not
attend these events, because we were catering to
a set of norms and expectations that were not
familiar to many families. This limited how I could
support or empower families, so I decided that I
would go to them if they were not able to come
to me. This is when I considered home visits as a
solution and support system for fostering literacy
partnerships among teachers and families.

Home Visit Project Procedures
I developed a project to conduct with families
using home visits as a means to empower a partnership in literacy. I began mapping out on a
calendar a time frame for the home visits. For
the purpose of this project, I visited all 26 of my
24

students’ homes in order to get accurate information and data. Next, I designed a home literacy
survey for parents and students to take separately,
to give me an idea of what was currently happening with respect to literacy in my students’ lives
outside of the classroom (see Appendices A and B).
Separate surveys allowed me to better understand
the perspectives of both parents and students. I
stamped the Family Literacy Surveys for parents
with an ink stamp that said “Miss Langford Tarea”,
which means homework in Spanish, and sent one
home with each student. This is an easy strategy to
help parents see what needs to be completed and
returned. I translated the surveys into Spanish for
families and students who preferred Spanish. Then,
I conducted the student surveys individually. I
read the questions aloud while students responded
orally, allowing me to transcribe. I analyzed the
responses and looked for common themes. The
surveys suggested that almost all of the 26 families
did not have books or educational materials at
home, and little was known about school expectations for literacy practices that needed to happen
in the home. Parents also noted that timing,
routines, and motivation impacted literacy experiences at home. Subsequently, I developed a list of
questions and prompts to use at each home visit to
guide the meeting and initiate the work of establishing a partnership (see Appendix C).

The Home Visits
The next step was to start the home visits. At
each home visit, I recorded anecdotal notes about
what I was learning in order to assist families
effectively and begin the work of building literacy
partnerships. The home visit consisted of collecting a brief family history, asking any questions or
prompts from the list I created, providing assistance with any books or educational materials that
were needed at home, establishing a daily literacy and homework routine with the family, and
addressing any other needs or concerns. Because I
speak Spanish, I was able to conduct the visits in
Spanish; however, a family member or interpreter
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can assist with communication if necessary due
to language differences. Modeling and making a
sketch for families have also assisted me in times
where language was a barrier. If a follow-up visit
or meeting was necessary, I would schedule it with
the family. In the spring I gave the initial home
literacy survey again to parents and students to see
if any themes changed from the initial survey and
home visit.
Each family welcomed me graciously and shared a
great deal of personal information that helped me
guide parents in supporting their children’s literacy
learning at home. I am constantly reminded about
a particular visit, my visit to Brandon’s apartment.
I knocked on their door and waited patiently. I
heard footsteps running to the door and shouting
in Spanish from children, “She’s here! My teacher
really came!” Brandon and his two older sisters
opened the door with wide eyes and smiles, as
if they were seeing a celebrity. Children rarely
get the opportunity to see their teachers outside
of the classroom, which made this visit special.
I met Brandon’s dad for the first time since his
parents did not attend Meet the Teacher, Parent
Orientation, or his scheduled conference at school
because these events were unfamiliar to him. We
all sat together in the living room to begin the
interview.
I started by introducing myself in Spanish and
sharing a little personal information about myself,
such as how long I have been teaching, where I
studied Spanish, and information about my family.
I conducted the interview in Spanish because that
was the primary language spoken in Brandon’s
home. By first discussing my own family, families were encouraged to share their own personal
information. By briefly sharing my personal
information, we established trust and connections. Brandon’s Dad shared that he was a single
parent and found it hard to support his children
with literacy at home due to factors such as his
work schedule, few literacy materials in the home,
and his difficulty motivating his children to want

to participate in literacy experiences. These were
common themes from the Family Literacy Surveys,
so I was able to use my list of questions to guide
the next steps. I asked Brandon and his sisters what
they would typically do upon arriving home from
school. This question invites parents and students
to respond, which is necessary in creating a partnership. Brandon’s dad answered first, saying the
children would usually come home, throw their
backpacks on the floor, and run to the kitchen and
find a snack. Then they usually play or watch television. The children nodded their heads in agreement and added to the discussion that they generally come home tired and take a nap. They wake
up for dinner around 7:00 p.m. and try to complete their homework before playing video games
or other activities. I would have never known these
details without establishing a connection with the
family by conducting this visit.
Out of the 26 families, 19 responded that their
children came home from school, ate a snack, and
began their homework right away. The students of
these families consistently completed and turned in
their homework in my classroom. I attribute this
to completing homework early in the afternoon.
Similar to Brandon’s family, the remaining seven
families either did not have an established routine,
or they allowed their children to play and have
free time before completing homework. I noticed
that these students did not turn in their homework
on a regular basis. The survey results suggested an
opportunity for me to schedule home visits that
would begin the conversation unveiling the rich
and unique backgrounds each family has to offer.
Through the home visit discussions with Brandon’s
family, I was able to see strengths that I could not
begin to see in the classroom setting. I learned
about this family’s strengths; for example, they
valued time together and cohesiveness. I took
this opportunity to plan out afternoon routines
with Brandon’s family and others who did not
have them. I pointed out the benefits of having
a routine and how their children would grow
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accustomed to these routines, and I let the families
plan them with me, which gave them ownership.
Ultimately, this would help students complete
homework and household chores or responsibilities on a consistent basis. The hardest job was for
the parents because they were the ones who had to
establish and keep the routines going after I offered
some suggestions. With each family I sat and
planned out realistic times for their children to eat
a snack, complete homework, help with household
responsibilities, eat dinner, read independently or
as a family, engage in free time, and prepare for
bedtime routines. By planning out the routines
with parents and children, this became a family
experience that everyone wanted to take part in.
We then wrote down the daily routines on paper
for later reference and accountability.
The next topic I discussed with Brandon’s family
was whether they read books at home. Brandon’s
sisters were anxious to respond to this question.
They both firmly stated that they do not have any
books at home. Brandon’s Dad mentioned that
when they receive books or materials to keep at
home, they usually end up getting lost or damaged. This indicated another reason why routines
would be helpful in supporting this family. Instead
of choosing to see the difficulties families faced as
deficits, I chose to highlight the strengths of each
family member, and incorporated them into our
collaborative planning. Out of the 26 families I
met with, only four families had their children
read daily, either independently or as a family.
The rest of the families ranged from reading once
a week at home to reading 3–4 days a week. I
used this opportunity to explain the benefits and
necessity of promoting reading at home every day.
Parents and students were very receptive and agreeable to the ideas I presented.
With Brandon’s family we then discussed books
and reading materials that everyone could access.
Like several of the families I visited, Brandon’s
family had few books or reading materials for their
children to read. Parents noted this on the literacy
26

surveys as well as in the home visits. Together we
brainstormed places where each family could get
reading materials for free or at reduced prices,
including the school library, the public library,
book club orders, library book sales, or borrowing
from me. I then had students help generate a list of
books, authors, and topics they wanted to read so
parents and students could collaborate in finding
reading materials. Finally, after setting up daily
literacy routines, I discussed a follow-up plan with
each family based on their individual needs. For
some families, one visit was sufficient and a partnership began to flourish. For others, more visits
were necessary depending on the desired outcomes
from the initial visit. For Brandon’s family this
meant that we would submit the paperwork for
library cards and schedule another home visit to
see the progress of the established routines.

Outcomes
There were a number of positive outcomes for the
students and for me. One positive outcome of the
home visits was that I was able to establish positive
connections and relationships between home and
school. Families were highly receptive and wanted
suggestions for taking a more active role in their
children’s education because we had begun to
develop a partnership. In past years, I had struggled to get to know the families; however, home
visits made it easy to connect with them. The
home visits were the visit step in building partnerships between each family and me, with their
children’s education as the focus.
Another personal and positive outcome from this
project was that I gained a better understanding of
many bilingual students and their families. Each
parent I interviewed shared his or her personal
educational experiences with me, wherein I was
able to gain a better understanding of parent and
family strengths that are not always apparent in the
classroom. For example, I learned that five parents
worked in landscaping positions and could assist
with our Garden Club at school. I specifically
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invited these five families to the next Garden Club
meeting, which they attended and were able to
share their knowledge of gardening with their children and other students. Prior to my home visits,
these five families did not attend school events
besides conferences.
In my class that year, only 1 out of 26 households
had a parent who had graduated from high school.
Parents in the remaining families had completed
varying levels of education ranging from third to
eighth grade. Each parent commented that no
one had read to them or helped them with their
homework when they were children. It was a
commonly accepted cultural practice for children
to stop attending school and help earn money in
order to meet the basic needs of the family members. Knowing this information helps me plan for
instruction and literacy support outside of school.
In addition, the home visits were opportunities
to inform parents about school expectations and
assessments given to their children. Many parents
stated on the literacy surveys that they were not
aware of the standardized assessment given at their

child’s grade level, nor were they able to understand the results that came home. I brought copies
of their child’s assessments and discussed what they
meant and what to look for when results arrived.
I typically explained this at orientation or conferences, but there was never enough time to go into
detail.

Suggestions
Common themes among research on promoting
partnerships in literacy include two-way communication methods, addressing parent education
and parenting skills, offering programs and workshops for students and parents, collaborating with
families and communities for events, educating
teachers on ways to involve and collaborate with
families, fostering a safe and welcoming environment, and reaching out to families when necessary
(Elish-Piper 2013; Epstein et al., 2009; Larrotta
& Yamamura 2011; Peña 2000). Below are suggestions and strategies that I have used as talking
points for home visits in order to empower literacy
partnerships:

2015, Vol. 48, No. 1

27

Bridging Research and Practice - Empowering Partnerships in Literacy through Home Visits

Implications
Home visits are highly effective for teachers, as well
as students and their families, when it comes to
creating partnerships in literacy. They are meaningful meetings and interviews for educators to
consider and offer a solution to literacy support
at home by learning what strengths and funds of
knowledge students and their families offer to our
classrooms and schools. Bringing the meeting to
the family’s house eliminates factors that typically
cause families to not attend events at schools.
For example, finding transportation, arranging
childcare, lack of familiarity with the educational
system, and timing are not issues when bringing
the meeting to the families in their homes. Home
visits can help initiate a genuine relationship of
trust between the teacher and the family. Families
are more likely to attend school events and carry
out literacy suggestions at home when they feel
comfortable with their child’s teacher.
This is also an effective way to increase parental
involvement and establish literacy routines outside
of the classroom for linguistically and culturally
diverse students. Home visits create positive connections between school and home environments.
28

Additionally, different topics can be discussed at
the visits, which ultimately will help meet the
needs of students and families. This strategy may
be new to some educators, but it is fairly simple
to do, and, in my experiences, is highly effective. I
would argue that it’s worth the time and effort.

Conclusion
The first exposure a child has to literacy—reading, writing, listening, and speaking—begins with
parents, who are a child’s first teachers. Parental
involvement in literacy development must be recognized by educators in order to build partnerships
in literacy. With the growing diversity in classrooms around the nation, educators must reach
out to families, take risks, and empower parents
who try to avoid involvement. Educators must be
advocates for literacy partnerships. Home visits
provide meaningful, genuine connections that can
support children’s literacy learning outside of the
classroom. After all, parents and educators have
same goal for their children—success! Why not
work together in achieving this goal?
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